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Chapter 1

 

The jungle was hell.

Thorny gray vines everywhere; rustling in the hot, swirling winds or creeping irresistibly forward and clawing at us with their barbs. I'd found them twining about my feet and legs the moment Norman called us to a stop. I'd since declined to stay in one place.

Just more biomass for the blender, I suppose. 

The air was alive with the hum of quickly moving wings; an entire ecology's worth of insect-like creatures illuminated in brief glimpses as they passed in and out of our beams of light. The helmet lamps probably drew the bugs, but the coils of growth above us were so completely intertwined that the darkness would otherwise have been impenetrable. Winged critters ricocheted off my environmental suit every few seconds with audible zings. Dozens took a more cautious approach and crawled across it looking for vulnerable seams. 

I prayed that they wouldn't find one. A number of the things sported long, hook-like snouts and I didn't enjoy breathing ammonia.

Even with my suit unbreached, its filters were overmatched. The pungent smell and humidity of the place were somehow getting through, making me feel light-headed and drenching me with sweat. We needed to wrap this up in case we were all slowly succumbing to atmospheric poisoning.

"I think I'm beginning to see why Talnas is not a booming tourist destination," I said. "How much longer do you think you're going to be Norman?"

The man crouched on the jungle floor in front of me grunted, tugging another length of flora toward the blender. The vine looped back on itself as he forced it into the funnel-shaped opening, like it was trying to escape its fate. Norman grunted again, louder, and shoved it in. 

The machine buzzed, momentarily louder than any of the insects, and the vine jerked back out of Norman's hands as its tip disintegrated. The broad plastic jug beneath the machine's opening filled a little higher with grayish-green paste and a vent on the side spit blackened waste products onto the ground.

"That depends. We've already got more of this than any of us are going to want to eat." He tapped the side of the jar. "Do you want me to try rigging it for catalyst?"

Dwayne, standing guard a few feet away, turned in our direction.

I'd told Norman repeatedly that the dwindling supplies of crucial chemicals weren't something I wanted him making a fuss about in public, but he often had very selective hearing.

"No. We're done."

"Look, I know I said we've got quite a while, and we do. But we're probably not going to find a better environment for refueling." He gestured towards a line of bugs making a suicidal march up the side of the blender and into its maw.

I sighed. We had discussed this.

"Then we'll come back here later, if it proves necessary."

I was planning on choosing the first option I found that would make it unnecessary. 

The blender, which took alien biomass and turned it into an unappetizing sludge that we could eat, was Grath technology. I knew Norman believed he knew how it worked, but I wasn't so sure he actually did. 

I might have let him screw around with it back before the Grath had found our base at Sherwood Forest and driven us out; but now it was too important to break. Without our stockpiles, the blender was our only long-term source of food. If he was going to play with the thing he was damn well going to do it in a controlled laboratory setting and test it out first, not fiddle with it in the middle of a pest-ridden jungle. 

Norman's enthusiasm over tinkering with new technology had been known to get the better of him. He didn't always think things through in his excitement. He had some rather significant scarring to prove this.

I could see Norman frown through his faceplate, but he bent to begin working the blender free from the vines that had grown to wrap around it. 

"If you say so, Captain."

I activated my radio.

"Freedom, this is the away team. We're heading back."

"Thank God," Dwayne said. "I'm going to be scratching myself for a week just thinking about this pace."

He swatted at a cluster bugs on the forearm of his suit. His broad hand came away dripping purplish gore.

The speakers in my helmet spat static.

"Catch anything tasty for dinner?" Eve asked. 

I'd left the girls in charge of the ship. The other guys were out in the Darts. Even Robbie. He certainly needed the practice. No way he could crash the thing just parking it in low orbit, right?

"All the gruel you won't want to eat, fresh from..." I looked at a nearby vine covered in a mass of squirming insects. "Well, it'll be better if you don't know."

"Yum," she replied. "Be safe coming home."

"See you in a minute."

The Freedom wasn't far from our location, though Eve had had to put it down on an outcropping of rock that didn't support the local vegetation. We hadn't gone very deep into the jungle, just enough to have plant matter within easy reach. It was shocking to find ourselves bursting out into open space after only a few steps.

The nighttime sky here was actually quite beautiful. Talnas had no moon, but the stars twinkled brightly in a sky of deep blue velvet. A pity the aggressive plant life made it impossible to see from most parts of the planet.

I helped Norman hoist the blender and we hurried across the fringe between the jungle and the little plateau holding the ship. Dwayne followed along more slowly and kept a watchful eye out. 

It wasn't far to walk, but I was glad to have him there. Lately things had made a habit of sneaking up on us. We'd just lost a friend to one set of aliens, and then been driven out of the place we had thought of as home by another. I felt like the whole universe was out to get us and it was making me jumpy.

Manhandling a full blender back up the rocks proved a lot harder than carrying an empty one down from the ship. After Norman and I narrowly avoided spilling it a couple of times, Dwayne nudged me away and essentially carried both the blender and Norman up the slope himself. 

I glanced around nervously, waiting for some tentacled monster to erupt from the jungle.

We reached the airlock without incident. They put the blender down. Norman leaned against his knees, breathing heavily. Dwayne slapped the control that sealed us in. Something on his shoulder flicked its wings.

"Julia, we're going to need some serious sterilization," I said. 

There was a brief pause. 

That had come out poorly. I cringed, imaging her weighing potential comebacks.

"My, and I thought you and Eve were taking precautions," she said. 

I felt my face redden. It wasn't professional for me to be sleeping with a crewmate. Even less so for me to allow Julia to speak about it openly. I guess I no longer had it in me to waste effort on appearances.

Some of us had trained to be cadets, the rest had found their way into the Grath resistance piecemeal, and none of us had had anything like actual military experience. During our first action in the field we'd lost Lucas, our leader. Since then, we'd been doing our best impersonations of soldiers. I guess I was no longer as dedicated to the act.

Everyone knew that Eve and I were a thing, so why hide it? With so few of us left did it matter if you knew the captain was playing favorites? It wasn't like I was going to be able to keep anyone out of the action or ignore their input; we weren't going to succeed without everybody lending a hand.

I was sure that my inability to impose disciple on the crew, hell on myself, would probably get us into trouble in the long run. But I hadn't even wanted to be captain, and maybe it was better this way. It made us less like an incompetent military unit and more like a dysfunctional family. 

As it was, that little barb had been far less insulting than most things that Julia usually said to me. 

There was a hiss as the alien atmosphere was pumped from the chamber. Bugs began to pop into bloody clouds in the ensuing vacuum. We did our best to shake the remainder off. I imagined on the cameras we must have looked like a trio of toddlers badly needing to go potty. 

There was a hum and the lighting in the room changed from fluorescent white to faint blue and then back.

"Looks clean," Julia said.

Air from the ship's tanks began to blow back into the chamber. 

I worried about our oxygen supply now that we'd lost Sherwood Forest. The ship recycled as much as possible, of course, but the process wasn't 100% efficient. We had to extract it from planetary atmospheres now and isolate it. We could store less of it than the food, however, and we wouldn't last long if we somehow ran out and weren't near enough to an oxygen rich world. 

That was a real concern, given that even with a functioning jump drive it was often hours from when you entered a system to putting down somewhere orbiting close to its sun. 

The three of us removed our suits, placed them into slots where they would be autoclaved and prepared for reuse. Clad only in our sweat-soaked t-shirts and underwear we began to scratch at the imaginary bugs we could still feel crawling across our skin.

"Dibs on the shower. I called it first," Dwayne said.

"Sorry, I'm pulling rank," I told him.

"Pays to be captain, I guess."

I shook my head.

"Norman worked real hard out there. It was tough going wrestling a hundred pounds of flora into that blender, and we weren't doing much but watching."

Dwayne looked at our companion. Still scrawny, but after that last serious engineering accident, the burn marks had obscured most of his freckles. His head was shaved, which was his new habit, as hair only grew sporadically across his skull now. 

The goofiness had been burned right out of him, I reflected. We hardly ever called him 'Noron' anymore.

"That he did," Dwayne agreed.

"Well, if you're offering," Norman said. The inner lock opened. "Make sure that food goes right in the fridge and the blender gets a good rinsing."

He took off at a sprint.

Dwayne and I looked at the jug of chunky paste we'd be eating for the next month. I knew from experience it probably tasted even worse than it looked.

"I'm sure it just needs a little salsa," Dwayne said, reading my mind.

I hit an intercom on the wall.

"Eve, get the Darts back on board and prep for launch. Dwayne and I will be up once we've changed into fresh uniforms.

"Aye, aye, Captain."

I looked at Dwayne, he nodded back silently.

We hefted the blender and headed for the refrigeration unit. 
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Robbie dipped a cracker into his bowl of gruel and squinted skeptically at the results before taking a bite.

"And we've got a month of this to look forward to, eh?"

I held up a spoonful of my own.

"Hey, it's kind of green this time," I said. "It must be good for us." 

No two blender batches ever seemed to come out quite the same. I swallowed quickly, hoping to escape the taste but failing. My old Academy roommate tried another bite of his cracker and made a face. He took a long pull from his mug of coffee.

"Why haven't we left the system yet?" he asked. 

I took the question for what it was--table talk, idle curiosity and not critique. Robbie was the honest sort. No cunning lurked behind his plain brown eyes. We were eating together in my cabin, so I didn't have to worry about anyone overhearing my answers.

Losing Alexia had thrown our schedule into tatters. We worked in four-man shifts now. A fifth crew member, namely me at the moment, was fighter pilot on-call. Robbie was currently off shift along with Julia. 

"Honestly? Without Sherwood Forest to go back to, one system seems as good as another. Why put the ship through another jump? I prefer a system where I know nothing is happening to one where I can't be certain what we're walking into."

He shrugged, finished his cracker, picked up his spoon.

"Maybe you've got the right idea." He gestured at his remaining saltines. "Why ruin a perfectly good cracker?"

"Never thought of 'tasteless' as being a point in their favor, am I right?"

He snorted.

"But what's our next move?" he asked. "Will we be doing some more spying on the Vex soon?"

That was our primary mission now, in a nutshell. 

After escaping the Earth, we'd basically thrown ourselves at the mercy the Grath's nemesis, the Bettarian Empire. And in retrospect, jumping into the middle of Bettarian space in an armed ship built using Grath technology may not have been the brightest way to make first contact. But after some months spent in quarantine and then many more begging various minor political officials for help, it was revealed that their Emperor Oba had been following our progress with interest from the start. 

It turned out he needed a sucker.

"I'm not so enthused at the prospect of tangling with them again," I admitted. The one small Vex ship that we had engaged recently had nearly taken the Freedom and every one of her fighters down all by itself. If not for some quick thinking and blind luck, it probably should have. "I don't want to enter their space again without a solid plan."

"Maybe we find a less busy system? One with just a few of their smaller craft in it?"

"That's a great idea. I'll give their navy a call right now and ask them for a map of their current troop deployments."

Robbie stirred his gruel meditatively, perhaps working up the nerve to take another taste.

"We're not as completely in the dark as we used to be, you know. The emperor scrubbed our computer of any evidence that we'd gone near Bettarian space, but I was able to memorize some coordinates from their star charts. I've got a general idea of where their borders with the Vex are."

Oba had laughed at my offer to help him defeat the Grath in return for Earth's freedom. His empire spanned galaxies. He had ships beyond count. What good was one more? 

I hadn't considered the extent to which the Earth's occupiers were inflating their egos. The Grath might consider the two civilizations rivals, but the Bettarians were mostly just amused and appalled by their neighbors' antics. They didn't really take them seriously. 

The Vex, on the other hand, secretly had the emperor terrified. His techs had gone through a great deal of trouble just to ensure that if our craft was captured, the Vex wouldn't be able to track it back to him.

I sighed, knowing Robbie was trying to help. If we couldn't find a way to help the Bettarians beat the Vex, then we were ultimately failing everyone back home on Earth.

"We're not ready yet. I don't like our chances against any number of those things, I don't care how small." I worried that might sound too negative. We were going to have to face the Vex eventually if we were going to discover their weaknesses. "I just mean that we need to figure out a strategy for how to beat them in a fight before we try anything."

Our recorders had some film on them, at least. We could study the tendencies of whatever make of ship it was that we'd fought. 

Norman was running some experiments on the debris from the vessel that we'd destroyed, and he and Julia were trying to deduce information about their weapons by studying the damage done to the Freedom. Maybe it would somehow all amount to something.

Robbie ate another spoonful, winced.

"Look, I think the way to go about it is to avoid a fight entirely. Last time the Vex didn't react to us until we got close to one of those scientific-looking vessels. I think the stealth technology was working like the Bettarians had suspected. I bet if we could steer clear of those specialist ships we'd be okay."

"We think," I countered. "They could have been aware of us all along and just been waiting for us to blunder into firing range."

He opened his mouth to respond, but I held up a hand.

"I'm not saying that you're wrong, just that we have to be prepared for it if things go sideways."

"Because they always do."

"That's just our luck."

He scraped at his bowl. He'd eaten most of it. A valiant display.

"Don't suppose there's any word on the Patriot?"

I paused with my own spoon halfway to my mouth.

"No, you have any ideas on how to contact them?"

Almost forgotten in our escape from Sherwood Forest had been the fact that we'd finally received word from the resistance. They had left us a message while we were out wooing the Bettarians and informed us that they'd secretly had another spaceship all along. We weren't alone in the void. Talk about a major revelation.

The only problem was that the Grath owned the Forest now and I didn't think it was likely we'd ever be able to find each other in the infinite haystack that was space. I secretly feared that the Patriot would return to the Forest in search of us and be captured.

"'Fraid not," Robbie replied. "But we could always try the rest of the coordinates in the ship's memory. If we find another stockpile, we'd have a new base, and could likely wait for them there."

"It might be worth a shot," I said. I didn't have much faith in the idea, however. 

There were a number of jump point entries highlighted in the Freedom's database, but Lucas hadn't lived long enough to tell us why the resistance had thought they were important. Even worse, the exact coordinates of the most important locations were locked with passwords that we had no access to. 

If there was another stockpile, and I had a hard time believing the resistance had had the opportunity or the resources to create another copy of our old base, I felt certain it would be one of those high security items.

Robbie pushed his bowl toward the center of the table.

"I'd better get ready for my shift," he said. "See you on the bridge in a few?"

"I'll be there with bells on."

Robbie left. I cleaned up our dishes and straightened out my uniform in the mirror.

I had a few minutes until the current shift ended and the next one, which had me on duty rather than on-call, began. I decided I might as well show up early. This had been an unusual occurrence a short time ago, but ever since we lost Alexia I had felt guilty at the prospect of wasting any time while others were working double shifts.

I entered the bridge just in time to catch the tail end of a discussion between Victor and Dwayne over whether my second-in-command should try growing a moustache. The mental image struck Dwayne as funny, and his deep laugh echoed across the small compartment. 

Eve glanced up from the science console just long enough to roll her eyes at them, and smiled when she saw me. 

I wondered what exactly it was that she saw, as I did every time I pondered the fact that this small, slim and dark-haired beauty appeared to love me as much as I loved her.

"Captain on the bridge."

Victor rose from his seat at the helmsman station and managed a fairly professional-looking salute.

"All's quiet, sir."

I nodded to him absently and he returned to his chair.

"Very good, I won't complain if it stays that way." My eyes were drawn to where Norman sat working at the navigation computer. He had dragged a beaten up old worktable onto the bridge from somewhere in the bowels of the ship and across it lay a selection of jagged bits of metal and diagnostic equipment. 

I eyed the set up with some trepidation.

Admittedly, as long as he had already calculated an escape route to use in an unexpected contingency, there wasn't much work for him to be doing as navigator at the moment; and I wasn't totally against people doing things on the side to keep from being bored, given it didn't interfere with their assigned duties. 

This was Norman we were talking about, however. 

At least there was some evidence that he had learned from past mistakes. All of the items lay inside insulated containers, and there was none of the usual frayed wiring connecting anything directly to the ship's power core. 

"Doing a little free play on the side, are we Norman?"

He flinched at the question, had probably been too engrossed in his own thoughts to note the announcement of my arrival. 

I took a closer look at the items on the table. To me it was just unidentifiable junk, busted up ship parts.

"I didn't see any harm in letting him work on a research experiment as long as he proved to me that everything was safe," Victor said.

"That's fine, you're usually better than anyone at keeping our mad scientist here in line." Which was true; the safeguards present here were more likely Victor's doing than Norman's. 

Victor beamed at my slight praise. I turned back to my engineer. He was looking all fidgety in his chair. "Well, spit it out before you burst. It's obvious that you've got something."

Norman picked up one of the larger chunks of scrap.

"This is a piece of the Vex craft we defeated that I extracted from the wing of Victor's Dart." He grasped it at both edges and strained and the material bowed ever so slightly, showing it had a bit of give. "You'd think it was steel or something similar to look at it, but it's not. It's too flexible and it...feels wrong. There are elements in this stuff that Julia and I can't even identify."

"Hopefully not radioactive ones."

He gave me a dark look.

"I checked everything over with a Geiger counter before I started working with any of it."

"Okay, so what's the big deal?"

He held the fragment of metal out to me and I leaned forward to inspect it. It was silver and glossy. Mirror-like where not marred by black burn marks. The edges were uneven and sharp, but given the trauma that the Vex craft had undergone when it was blasted with fire and then destroyed, I was surprised to see that this fragment had no further defects.

Gingerly, I reached out and touched it. The feel of it did surprise me. It was not cool to the touch, but slightly warm, and the metal felt tacky where I expected it to be smooth.

Vaguely interesting, but hardly mind-blowing.

"What exactly am I supposed to be seeing?" 

"Notice the pattern?"

"No." He tilted the thing back and forth in the light until I could faintly make out a grid of lines and rectangles, visible only as dull spots against the material's mirror finish and running the length of the shard. "Yeah, okay. What is it, embossed?"

"I think it's more like printed circuitry."

"Alright, circuits printed directly on an unknown metal. Cool idea, if we had the equipment, or the undiscovered elements, or even a compelling reason to apply it." I hoped this wasn't another case where Norman was just geeking out over some alien technology without considering the limited resources or uses for it we had aboard the Freedom. "And this discovery is meaningful because...?"

"The circuitry isn't dead." Norman smiled. "I mean, it's just a tiny piece of a busted up ship, I assumed it would have lost all of its functionality. But then I tried probing it with a voltmeter, to see what kind of current it might have been designed to carry and something strange happened."

He picked up a boxy instrument from his table and attached a lead to the point where one of the dull lines of circuitry met the warped edge of the fragment.

I heard a beep from the voltmeter, but nothing visible happened to the material in Norman's hand. I tapped my foot, waiting.

He frowned and gestured with his head, since both of his hands were occupied.

"Come here. Look at the readout."

I stepped around the worktable to stand beside him. The voltmeter's small square screen was filled with lines of monochrome green gibberish.

"It looks to me like the unfamiliar technology is frying your instrument," I said.

"No doubt it is, but look closer. I've seen my share of readout glitches. This is something else. See the spacing between the characters? The variety but repetition?"

He paused for effect. My resulting blank expression was apparently not what he'd been hoping for.

"This is a message in Vex," he hissed.

To me it looked like a display error and some wishful thinking. I tried for diplomacy.

"Maybe, but sometimes it's easy to trick yourself into seeing meaning that isn't there."

"I'm telling you, it's some kind of language. That means this thing is interfacing with the meter and trying to communicate. Or, at least, ask us for some new instructions."

I still didn't see it, but as his ego seemed to be tied up in this somehow, I didn't mind him studying it further in case there was really something there.

"Could we hook it up to the translation software?" Dwayne asked.

That was a possibility. I hesitated. Negatives began to occur to me.

"I'm not certain if that is such a good idea. If that thing is trying to reprogram any foreign technology in comes in contact with, what will it do to the ship?"

"Yeah, we don't want the Freedom picking up any alien malware," Victor agreed.

Norman looked thoughtful. "There has to be something that we can do."

"Sir!" Eve's sudden outburst grabbed everyone's attention. "I've got movement out there."

All eyes turned to the forward canopy. Eve projected her screen onto the primary display. Norman dropped his voltmeter and sat down, rapidly typing at the keyboard to confirm the equations of his planned jump and ready them for Victor to execute.

A couple of contacts, too distant to identify, had jumped in while we were talking.

"Do you think they've seen us?" I asked.

"I don't know, sir." She shrugged. "They should be in communications range if they've spotted us. It's possible the stealth technology is working."

"Or whoever it is might not be in a talking mood," Victor said.

I watched Eve's readouts on the screen, taking some confidence from the mild pace of their approach.

A Grath ship that wanted to catch us before we jumped out would be coming in faster, and I felt pretty sure anything built by the Vex would be too. That meant it was probably somebody else, or that we weren't their target. At least, not yet.

"Hang in a little bit longer," I said. "Let's see who we're dealing with. Victor, be ready to jump on my command."

"Already am, sir."

I sank into my captain's chair, keyed on my microphone.

"Everyone to the bridge."

The dots on the screen got bigger. After about a minute, Robbie and Julia came jogging through the door.

"What's up?" Robbie tugged at the collar of his uniform to straighten it.

Julia glanced from Eve to the distances counting down on the forward display.

"We should have ship identification within a few seconds if they're in the database," she said. 

Julia was our best science officer. This reminded me that most people weren't at their optimal stations currently. I wondered if we had enough time to play a short game of musical chairs.

Eve's station beeped and the images on the screen changed. The dots became tiny depictions of small Bettarian carriers, only a little larger than the Freedom.

I could feel the tension go out of the room.

"Should we contact them, sir?" Eve asked.

I shook my head.

"Oba didn't want there to be any evidence of us working with the empire," I said. "It would be safest not to talk to them until we have some ideas about how to handle the Vex. In fact, even if they try to contact us, I don't want to answer."

What did it mean when you even had to run away from your friends?

"Norman, our course is set for the Valis system?"

"Correct."

I nodded to Victor.

"Jump us out then, we've been here long enough."

"On three," he replied. "One...two..."

And the universe went all out of proportion.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

There wasn't much going on in the Valis system when we arrived. I suspected that there rarely was.

Robbie had spotted it on one of the empire's star charts, noting that it was right on the fringes of the Bettarian border with their allies the Delphians, but it hadn't been shaded as belonging to either. We had figured that made it worth a look as a place that might be both safe and empty. 

It had turned out to contain a weak red sun with a couple of cold little planets in distant orbits. We'd explored both, finding nothing but rock and ice, though they had reminded me a little of the world where we'd first encountered Bettarian technology.

If these had any similar underground bases we hadn't found them yet. We were happy enough having another spot on our map where we were unlikely to encounter any traffic.

"Okay everyone, hopefully the excitement is over for now," I said. "Let's go ahead and change shift. Eve, Dwayne, you're off. Norman you're free unless we need you, but try and stick close in case something pops up."

Dwayne stood, stretched, and offered me his weapons console. 

"Nighty night, you all."

I was crap with navigation and a surprisingly poor hand at the helm--I always wanted the Freedom to maneuver like a Dart but she just didn't. 

At least I could shoot fairly straight.

Julia took over for Eve, who paused to lay a hand lightly on my shoulder.

"See you in a couple of shifts?"

"Time can't pass fast enough." I smiled up at her. She gave my shoulder a squeeze and headed off toward the mess hall. 

Robbie sat down at the navigation computer. Norman hung around at the engineering station long enough to run a full post-jump diagnostic then collected his toys from the table and wandered off as well.

"Want me to head further into the system?" Victor asked.

"Yes, let's take up orbit around the outer planet, Robbie give him a course." There wasn't anything deeper into the system that really interested me, but ships jumping in would do so a safe distance from the star, so moving closer should give us protection from any potential attackers.

Robbie estimated the planet's path and gave Victor a heading.

"Any preferences for where we to run to next if there's trouble?" he asked. "Haven't been to Gratalax in a while."

I shook my head.

"I don't feel like getting that close to Grath space at the moment," I said. "Let's try some planet-less system that the universe as a whole seems uninterested in."

"We've got quite a few of those to choose from, how about...Ozbl?"

Had we been there before? That had to be out toward Froz space, given the name. Didn't know much about what other civilizations might live around there, but that was probably true for anywhere.

"I like it," I told him. Robbie got to work. That would keep him busy for a while.

I turned to Julia.

"Anything look different since the last time we were here?"

"No. The position of the planets shows that their orbits are probably a little off from what the computer predicted originally, but that's because we're extrapolating data after only visiting this system a few times rather than any kind of recent traumatic event."

"Aww, no giant asteroid strikes?" Victor asked.

"Apparently not. I wouldn't mind doing a fly-over of the inner planet while we're here. After that first exploration we've always just stopped at the outer one because it was closer."

"If I recall it was pretty barren," I said. We had taken orbital scans on both worlds and done a more in-depth mapping with our Darts during our first stop here. Mainly to make certain that there were no hidden dangers. "Is there something you're expecting to see?"

"No. But quite honestly, it would give us something to do. Besides it's a new time of year on Valis One. We could see how the ice cover has been affected or if it harbors some kind of seasonal life we missed the first time around."

"Sounds thrilling," Victor said. "I bet their sixteenth month of winter is way better than their fifth."

"Like she said, it will give us something to do and keep us in practice," I said. "I'm fine with it, but we only do another quick orbital study. There's no use in wasting the Darts' fuel or risking atmospheric entry unless we see something worth looking at closer."

"That's all I would have expected," Julia said.

"That's our captain," Victor said. "All about giving the women what they want."

"Hey!" I replied. "Let's try to maintain a little bit of..."

I trailed off, distracted by the screen of my weapons console blinking on and off. I pressed at the touchpad and received some error messages.

"What the hell?" Victor exclaimed. I felt the ship shudder, accelerating unevenly.

"I've just lost all my jump calculations," Robbie said, standing up to cross to the engineering station. He frowned at it and didn't seem to be having any better luck with it than I was with my own controls.

"I'm not completely blind but I'm getting intermittent errors," Julia said. "I don't detect any other vessels and I don't think there's anything nearby that would be an obvious cause of the problem." 

Victor jumped to his feet.

"Norman! He must have plugged that thing into the computer despite your orders!"

I felt like someone had just stabbed a slab of ice in my gut, but tried to project confidence.

"Nah, it's probably just some rare computer glitch," I said. "But you might as well go and check on him."

Victor took off like a shot.

I jogged over to my captain's chair and fingered the microphone.

"Norman, if you're playing with alien technology, stop immediately. Either way, we'll need you on the bridge ASAP."

Unfortunately, I had no idea if the intercom was working.

"Sir, I've got multiple programs opening themselves." Julia said. "It's making it hard for me to really keep an eye on our surroundings."

"Can you shut down whatever's trying to open?" I asked. "Actually, can you close down everything non-essential? That would probably be for the best."

"I'm not sure," she said, mashing away at buttons. "Everything's lagged and only partially responsive."

"Robbie, shut down power to everything but the engines, life support, and Julia's instruments."

He threw a number of switches.

"Umm..." 

I didn't like the sound of that.

"What is it?"

"I've shut off power to all non-essential functions, but the board still shows them as active," he said. "I'm, ah, pretty sure that's impossible given how the ship is wired."

"I don't suppose one of you might want to give me some idea what is going on?" Julia asked.

"Uh, the working theory is that Norman has infected the ship with an alien computer virus," I said.

"What! Is that the death sentence it sounds like?" Robbie asked.

I sat down at the helm. We were still drifting along the same heading that Victor had been following. I tried the controls and found them sluggish but at least roughly responsive. 

"I don't think so. We can still maneuver freely."

I stayed sitting there in case our assumption was wrong and this was the result of some kind of attack from the outside. I didn't see any reason to accelerate toward the planet however. I was already worried we'd crash into its gravity well eventually.

"Sir, communications is transmitting some kind of signal and I can't shut it down. Hell, it's not just communications but all sorts of instruments. I can't even tell you exactly what's happening because the things I'd study it with are in use by something else."

"I've already thrown the kill switch for communications," Robbie said. I could hear him flip a control back and forth a few times. 

 "I don't know what else we can do to stop it unless we physically damage the ship," I said. "We'll just have to hope its random activity and not something malicious."

Julia swallowed loudly. "Captain, if Norman can't fix this..."

"I know."

At almost that exact moment, the screens all flickered in unison and the error messages slowly bled away. I checked the controls and found that the helm was functioning normally.

"Whatever was going on has stopped, but I've lost several functions." Julia said.

"Hang on," Robbie said. He slapped at some controls on the engineering panel. "Try it now."

"That's got it, everything seems to be working normally now. Still no signs of activity outside the ship."

"Thank God for that at least. Robbie, what are you seeing?"

He frowned at the engineering computer.

"There are still some systems showing red, but I think that it's just because they're rebooting. Now that the diagnostics are actually working again, I can run one."

"Or you could just get out of the way." Norman stormed onto the bridge, looking surly. "You're more likely to do harm than good."

Victor loomed behind him in the doorway, shaking his head at me.

"You blow the ship up in one or two simulations and no one ever lets you live it down," Robbie said. He retreated to the navigation console where he quickly began attempting to plot a fresh jump to Ozbl. Norman growled audibly at what he saw on the engineering display and began a flurry of activity.

"Officer Schultz!" Norman's last name felt unfamiliar on my tongue, making me like I was reprimanding at a small child, but the effect was satisfactory. He straightened and looked at me, wincing. "You are the one with the history of going against orders and damaging this ship. I strongly suspect that you have just placed the lives of everyone aboard in great danger, and not for the first time. I am going to give you one opportunity to explain yourself."

"It wasn't my fault." He motioned toward the lights on his display, which were all switching back to green. "And everything seems to be working fine now."

"One opportunity," I repeated. "And I suggest that you don't waste it quibbling."

He glanced at Victor. My physically intimidating second-in-command hadn't moved from the doorway, as if blocking Norman's escape.

"Look, I admit I was trying to learn more about the Vex technology. I liked Dwayne's idea about finding a way to translate the messages it was sending, but I didn't hook it up to the Freedom, I swear!"

"Then how did it get access?" I asked. "Or are you claiming our technical difficulties were a complete coincidence?"

"Of course, not." Norman cleared his throat and tried for a calmer tone. "But I was careful to study it in isolation.

"I was considering maybe just taking pictures of the LED readouts and trying to use the text translation software to go over them. Only I thought I'd try hooking it up to one or two other instruments first to see how they behaved. You know, if they gave the similar output or different?"

"Tell me. Did it ever even occur to you to come to us for our opinion? Our permission?" Victor asked. "How many screw ups is it going to take, Norman?"

"You could have fried the entire ship," Julia said, her voice soft but chilling.

Norman waved his hands.

"No, no, it wasn't like that! It wasn't!" He looked so desperate for sympathy that I almost felt bad for him, except he had lost the benefit of our doubt some time ago. "Look, I wired it to an oscilloscope. It gave some crazy out of control waves for a second and then gave an almost identical screen to the voltmeter. 

"That couldn't be a coincidence so I tried attaching a signal generator to see what would happen if I pushed some more energy into it."

"Let me guess, you turned on something you shouldn't have."

He frowned at me.

"I wouldn't have. I was being careful. But I never had a chance to try." Norman hesitated, considering the rest of us. "The signal generator, it lets you set up a defined output, right? Electrical current, radio frequency, microwaves?"

I nodded slowly. I'd never played with the thing, but it was called a signal generator, so that fact that it generated signals came as no big surprise. 

Ours wasn't your typical piece of human equipment. There was some Grath tech involved in it, so it could test our ship parts, and I thought I remembered Norman lecturing me at some point on how it combined what used to be a bunch of different Earth instruments back in the day and did familiar stuff but worked on some completely different principles.

"Well, I wired it up and it got hijacked, just like I expected." He paused again, shaking his head at the memory. "And a second later the whole ship started going screwy. It must have..." He shook his head. "The only thing I can think of is that the Vex circuitry somehow reprogrammed it into what was essentially a wireless modem by making it send out the proper signals in the proper mediums. This thing was some random fragment of a wing, and it turned a piece of testing equipment into a broadcast antenna and used it to hack our entire system in seconds. Just think how impossible that is!"

"And yet it happened," Victor observed.

"Seriously," Norman said. "Think of the complexity involved! You're a piece of some artificial intelligence program that comes into contact with a piece of equipment built by another race for a function completely unrelated to your own. You not only take control of it in seconds, but you instantly grasp how to make it do something extremely complicated. 

"I mean, I'm not aware of anyone ever getting a signal generator to communicate with a wireless network. Mind you, it's a pointless, inefficient use of the generator and it'd be the sort of stupid, worthless project some college kid would do just to show off, but you think you'd hear about it."

I didn't think I would have heard about it, but I could accept that Norman ran in different circles.

"There are all sorts of insulators in place to keep that the generator from shooting microwaves in any direction and frying the user. You, if you're the Vex program, have to get around those somehow.

"Even having gone through all that trouble, you still have to somehow access the Freedom's computers, which I'll point out run on a computer language completely unlike the simple diagnostic equipment you've encountered so far. And you have to bypass complex security protocols put in place to stop just that type of intrusion."

He looked at us expectantly, seemed somewhat disappointed in our reaction. I felt I should say something.

"Sounds like the Vex technology isn't just advanced; it is way, way beyond our level," I said.

"Or the Grath's, or the Bettarians from what I've seen," Norman said.

I didn't want to let things stand on such an ominous note. I looked for a silver lining.

"Well, you found a way to stop it though, so that should tell us something. Possibly something we could extrapolate to help us against the Vex fleet?"

Norman shook his head.

"I tried everything I could think of," he said. "But it wouldn't even respond to attempts to power it down, and the generator had somehow fused to the remnant of the Vex craft. I couldn't even pull the connectors apart."

"But it stopped interfering with the Freedom's systems. Something you did must have worked, right?"

"Not really..."

"I saw him screwing around with it and grabbed it," Victor said. "I couldn't pull it apart either, and the Vex stuff was too tough to break, it was bendable but it dented the walls." He shrugged "So I started hitting the signal generator with the Vex fragment instead. A few seconds later I had a Vex fragment and a pile of smoking generator parts and the ship was working normally."

"Good, ah, flexible thinking," I said. I stared at Norman and he quickly looked away. "Okay, I'm not going to give you another lecture. It sounds like you really weren't being reckless here so much as you were dealing with something way beyond our expectations. No wonder the Vex scare the hell out of the Bettarians."

Some of the stiffness left Norman's shoulders.

"However, you are not to run any more experiments on any Vex technology that we have on board. In fact, don't even let the things near anything electronic. Lock them all in a big lead box or something, or better yet, jettison them in a waste pod."

"Understood, Captain."

I straightened up in my chair.

"And don't think you're getting off that easy. You're going to manually check every system on this ship over the next few days, or however long it takes. I want to make sure that intrusion didn't leave some latent code in our system or something. I don't want the ship going haywire next time we're half way through a jump."

I pointed a finger at his chest.

"It sounds like you got surprised by something unexpected, but maybe that will help you think outside the box next time and really consider every crazy thing that might go wrong."

"Sir, you realize I can't check every system and maintain my current shift schedule."

"Don't worry about that. I'll fill in for you personally. Victor can spell me if I get too exhausted."

My second nodded in silent confirmation.

"I want to make sure that...event resulted in no ongoing risk to my crew."

"Yes, sir," Norman said. I studied him closely. Now that we had heard his side of the story he no longer appeared angry or frustrated. Heck, he was probably glad to have an excuse to be tightening up some screws rather than pulling his bridge shift. He'd almost certainly think back on this whole thing fondly.

"Fine then, get to work," I told him. "Start with all of the stations on the bridge."

"Yes, sir. I'll finish up the testing on this station first if that's okay," he said, indicating engineering.

"That will be fine." 

Victor sat back down at the helm. I told him to keep us pointed toward the outer planet's orbit again. 

"What's our ETA for being ready to jump out of here if we need to?" I asked.

"I've had to restart from scratch," Robbie said.

"Not only that, but the disruption powered down the jump drive," Norman said.

"Not exactly," Julia interrupted. Everyone looked at her. She'd been so quiet during Norman's dress down that I'd actually forgotten she was there. "It didn't 'power down', the stored energy was released using other systems by whatever program took over."

"Whatever," Norman said. "Either way, it needs to recharge so it's going to be most of an hour."

"Uh, what would improperly discharged jump drive energy do?" I asked.

Norman shrugged.

"The battery stores energy to power the jump drive. Obviously, the jump drive itself wasn't activated or we'd be somewhere else. Well, I guess if it was activated without a proper course laid in then where we'd be would be dead."

Great, another way for us all to die if something took over our computer systems again--send us on an unplanned jump.

"Beyond that it's like releasing power from any big battery," he said. "What would it do? Fry something or make something blow up. I'm not aware of anything incurring that type of damage, so one of the fail-safes probably realized the battery was acting funny and bled off its charge. That's an intentional safety feature."

I was pleased to learn that the ship had some safety features; that made me feel a little bit better. The Freedom wasn't entirely a ticking time bomb of doom.

"Well, make sure to look closely for signs of big power surges or circuit boards that have burned out and need to be replaced."

"Already on my list," he said.

The forward display lit up with another projection from the radar array. I didn't like what I saw. We had blips on the screen again, half a dozen this time.

"I've got multiple ships jumping into the system," Julia reported. 

"Victor, put as much distance between us as possible. Stay on our original heading if you can, but feel free to adlib if you have to." The ships had come into the system tightly packed and near our own original entry point. They were all uncomfortably close to our present position, and were now starting to fan out across the system; so moving inwards toward the sun keep us away from all of them. Our stalling engines had slowed us down and Victor had to accelerate and build up velocity. With the jump drive drained this was going to be a fight for time. 

I watched the ships maneuver, seeing them head in different directions rather than making a beeline toward us. After a few seconds they began making abrupt, unexpected turns in seemingly random directions. I'd only seen spacecraft behave that way once before.

"Those are Vex ships," I said.

"Too far away to confirm," Julia said. "But I was thinking the same thing."

"Norman, is it possible that your experiment used the jump drive to phone home for reinforcements?"

"Hmm, near-instant interstellar communications? I don't know much about the theory involved, but potentially with enough variation on the jump drive's mechanics I suppose you could send a blast of energy across space. It can't be that easy, though. I don't think the Grath or the Bettarians have figured it out yet."

"Either way, they're here," Victor said.

Good point. I watched the numbers tick down on the forward display. Four of the ships were moving consistently in our general direction, their increasing proximity masked somewhat by their strange course changes but despite the fluctuations the numbers got persistently smaller.

"Any clear sign they're aware of our presence?" I asked. "Are they attempting to contact us?"

"Not with any type of typical communications signal," said Julia. "I believe several, if not all, of the ships are emitting some types of radiation though. Could just be radar. Oh no..."

On screen all of the ships drastically increased velocity. The two that had been wandering away from the Freedom turned back in her direction.

"Something on the Freedom appears to be broadcasting back, sir!"

"The unsecured fragments!" Victor said.

Norman leaned down to throw open the hatch leading from the engineering station directly into the ship's guts. 

"I'm on it," he said and disappeared.

This was going from bad to worse. Might as well get all hands on deck.

"Dwayne and Eve to the bridge, immediately."

The Vex ships had stopped making odd right-hand turns at unexpected moments, and were now moving toward us in straight lines. Their distance numbers began spinning down at first an uncomfortable rate, and then an unbelievable one. They'd be in shooting distance soon. Hell, chances were their weapons had better range than ours, too. They were probably in shooting distance now.

The ominous red dots began to morph into a couple of designs. Unknown to the Grath ship database, but similar to some of the ship types we'd seen circling a Vex planet during our last encounter. Four of the fighters looked similar to the one whose bits and pieces had caused this whole mess. 

The lone ship that had killed Alexia and almost destroyed the Freedom.

"What in Christ's name is going on around here?" asked a drowsy-looking Dwayne, arriving on the bridge. Eve had also slipped in behind me from the door closer to my quarters, I saw, and now leaned over the railing at my back.

"You've missed a whole fun sequence of events. Culminating in the half dozen Vex craft already closing into firing range," I said. "What's our jump drive status? Robbie can you predict if they'll reach us before it's ready?"

Eve, noting the empty engineering console, took a few steps back to man it.

"Jump drive is only at a thirty percent change, Captain."

"That's way too long, obviously," Robbie said. "At this rate they're going to cut us off before we could even get to the planet."

It was all bad news. 

I considered our options. Even with both Darts launched we'd be heavily outnumbered; and I'd maybe trust Victor and myself to stay alive against one of these things for more than a few minutes. Sending anyone of us into an outmanned situation seemed like a death warrant.

"Eve stay at that station until Norman returns. Dwayne, take weapons and get ready to return fire." I stood up, looked at the forward display, and did some very loose calculations in my head. "Victor, be ready to begin evasive maneuvers on my mark. I'm going to overestimate their weapons range and expect if nothing changes, I'll be giving that order in three minutes."

"Sir, shouldn't we launch the fighters?" he asked. I knew that whatever the danger, Victor was like me at heart, and would rather face it in the cockpit with his throttle set to max.

"Not yet."

"Sir, the outbound signal is changing direction," Julia said.

A second later the intercom crackled.

"I just threw everything Vex we had out the airlock," Norman said. "I, uh, imparted them with a bit of velocity. Hopefully, that will lead them away for a second, but if these guys are as smart as I think they are, it won't be hard for them to do the math and calculate where they were jettisoned from."

On screen, the behavior of the Vex craft didn't alter much, but the signal wouldn't have moved far from the Freedom yet.

"Jump drive?" I asked.

"Thirty-two percent," Eve said.

Robbie cleared his throat.

"I'm not so sure we can depend on the jump drive anyway," he said. 

"What do you mean?" I asked. Was something else broken now? Had we lost more catalyst from the engine damage than we had been expected? There was no reason Robbie should know something Norman didn't. Besides he wasn't supposed to even know about the damage to the drive.

"Just that when that Vex ship almost...when we fought the Vex ship in Sherwood Forest. It got there by following our jump."

In the excitement, I'd forgotten that. No one had ever had a good explanation. Norman had postulated it'd somehow just been so close it somehow followed our gravitational wake, but at the time I gotten the feeling he was just blowing smoke. 

And it had been the same ship design as most of these fighters.

"Wonderful," I said. "But I don't have any better ideas."

"Captain, they seem to be taking the bait," Julia said. The Vex ships hadn't slowed but were now converging roughly towards the yellow
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